Displaced Girlhood: Gendered Dimensions of Coping and Social Change among Conflict- Affected South Sudanese Youth by Ensor, Marisa O.
Displaced Girlhood: 
Gendered Dimensions of Coping 
and Social Change among Conflict-
Affected South Sudanese Youth
Marisa O. Ensor
Abstract
As wartime inhabitants, female children have oft en been 
presented as paradigmatic non-agents, victims of a toxic 
mixture of violent circumstances and oppressive cultural 
practices. Child- and gender-sensitive approaches, on the 
other hand, have embraced a more balanced recognition 
of displaced girls’ active, if oft en constrained, eff orts to 
cope with adverse circumstances. In South Sudan, a young 
country mired in unresolved confl ict and forced displace-
ment, girls must navigate multiple and complex challenges. 
Drawing on fi eldwork conducted among South Sudanese 
refugees in Uganda and returnees in South Sudan, I exam-
ine ways in which gender shapes local realities of confl ict, 
displacement, return, and reintegration, focusing on the 
oft en-overlooked experiences of girls and female youth. 
Study fi ndings evidence displaced girls’ remarkable deter-
mination and resourcefulness as they struggle to overcome 
a persistently turbulent climate of social instability, dep-
rivation, and confl ict.
Résumé
En temps de guerre, les fi lles sont souvent présentées comme 
non-agents paradigmatiques, victimes d’un mélange toxi-
que de circonstances violentes et de pratiques culturelles 
oppressives. D’autre part, des approches adaptées au genre 
et à l’enfant font place à une reconnaissance plus équilibrée 
des eff orts énergiques, quoique souvent limités, déployés 
par les fi lles déplacées pour surmonter des circonstances 
défavorables. Au Sud-Soudan, un jeune pays aux prises 
avec des confl its non résolus et des déplacements forcés, 
les fi lles doivent aff ronter de multiples et complexes défi s. 
S’appuyant sur des recherches sur le terrain menées auprès 
de réfugiés sud-soudanais en Ouganda et de rapatriés au 
Sud-Soudan, l’auteur examine comment le genre façonne 
les réalités locales du confl it, du déplacement, du retour 
et de la réintégration en se concentrant sur les expérien-
ces souvent négligées des fi lles et des jeunes femmes. Les 
résultats de l’étude montrent la détermination et l’origina-
lité remarquables des fi lles déplacées qui luttent pour sur-
monter un environnement toujours turbulent d’instabilité 
sociale, de privation et de confl it.
Introduction
As wartime inhabitants, female children are oft en presented 
as paradigmatic non-agents, victims of a toxic mixture of 
violent circumstances and oppressive cultural practices. 
Highlighting their vulnerability over all other character-
istics, the perspectives espoused by most aid agencies have 
also tended to relegate girls to the status of members of 
groups with “special needs.” Proximity to violent situations 
and breakdown of social structures may indeed increase 
the exposure of displaced children (primarily girls, but also 
boys) to sexual abuse and other forms of exploitation. In 
addition, it is widely recognized that discrimination in the 
provision of assistance during humanitarian emergencies 
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and situations of protracted displacement oft en dispropor-
tionately aff ects women and girls.1
On the other hand, attention has also been focused on 
the coexistence of both agency and vulnerability, and the 
interplay of distress and resiliency in the face of adversity. 
Th is approach off ers a more balanced perspective than the 
uncritical exclusive focus on vulnerability and victimhood 
so characteristic of traditional constructions of displaced 
and war-aff ected girls, and other children in similarly chal-
lenging circumstances. While it is still far from being the 
norm, scholars and child-rights advocates have progres-
sively embraced a more positive recognition of the positive 
roles that young people in general, and girls in particular, 
can play as social actors, not just passive recipients of others’ 
provisions.2 Th e oft -cited Machel report, Impact of Armed 
Confl ict on Children, for instance, proclaims that “adoles-
cents have special needs and special strengths,”3 and urges 
us to consider that “young people should be seen in that 
light; as survivors and active participants in creating solu-
tions, not just as victims or problems.”4
Research fi ndings demonstrate that, in South Sudan, 
members of the youngest generations are being diff erently 
aff ected, vis-à-vis their adult counterparts by the pro-
cesses shaping the socio-political landscape of their newly 
independent society. Th e position occupied by most South 
Sudanese girls, in particular, is not an easy one, given not 
only the renewed confl ict and adverse humanitarian con-
ditions, but also the pronounced gender inequalities that 
characterize their ethnically diverse but consistently patri-
archal society.5 Confronting deeply engrained cultural and 
social norms dictating a subordinate and mostly silent role 
for young females, however, may place girls in a diffi  cult 
and even dangerous position. As other studies of confl ict-
aff ected female youth have also noted, “Resilience in the 
context of war oft en carries a high price.”6
In South Sudan, changing attitudes towards gender roles 
are particularly salient among the thousands of returning 
refugee girls for whom reintegration into a society they do 
not necessarily identify as “home” is fraught with diffi  cul-
ties. Many returnee girls display self-assurance and express 
progressive views on social issues—i.e., marriage, women’s 
participation in public life—that may be categorized as 
transgressive and even perceived as a deliberate aff ront to 
South Sudanese tradition. Domestic discord as well as ser-
ious incidents of physical violence and police arrests were 
mentioned in fi eld interviews. It can be concluded that, 
for these girls, displacement entails more than a confl ict-
induced geographical relocation, but also encompasses a 
socio-cultural dislocation—displaced girlhood—that per-
sists in the post-independence period. Eff orts to address 
the renewed instability and human insecurity currently 
shaping South Sudan must thus incorporate attention to the 
needs and aspirations of displaced girls, guided by a deeper 
understanding of the implications of displaced girlhood for 
South Sudanese society as a whole.
Drawing on fi eldwork conducted primarily among South 
Sudanese refugees in Uganda and returnees in South Sudan, 
this article presents fi ndings of a larger study of young 
people’s role in post-confl ict reconstruction and peace- and 
nation-building in Africa. More specifi cally, I examine 
the multiple ways in which gender shapes local realities of 
confl ict, survival, displacement, return, and reintegration, 
focusing on the experiences of girls and female youth. I 
begin my discussion by outlining the conceptual and meth-
odological frameworks that guided the research on which 
this article is based. Next I present a brief overview of the 
wartime and current humanitarian conditions in South 
Sudan, which provide a necessary background in which to 
situate the experiences of South Sudanese girls. I then dis-
cuss the main fi ndings of my study, structured around the 
three key dimensions of displaced girlhood in their young 
country: (1) domestic relations and marriage practices, (2) 
education, and (3) livelihood and economic opportunities. I 
conclude my analysis by summarizing the main fi ndings of 
my research on South Sudanese girls’ eff orts to overcome a 
legacy of war and displacement, and re-emphasizing the sig-
nifi cance of adopting an age- and gender-sensitive approach 
to humanitarian programing.
Conceptual and Methodological Frameworks
Although male-centred approaches remain the norm, atten-
tion to the gender-diff erentiated experiences of refugee 
women has increased over the last fi ft een years.7 Displaced 
children have similarly become the focus of a growing body 
of scholarly work from a variety of perspectives and disci-
plines.8 Most of this focus on uprooted youngsters has been 
directed to the global south, which hosts roughly 85 per cent 
of the world’s youth population.9 Signifi cantly, “the limited 
corpus of reliable research on Africa’s youngest citizens has 
tended to adopt a negative outlook.”10
While gender stereotyping is rather common, with 
female youth identifi ed as “troubled” and males character-
ized as “troublesome,”11 fewer studies have addressed the 
gendered nature of childhood.12 Th e (de)gendered assump-
tions underlying prevalent constructions of childhood and 
youth as they intersect with notions of protection, deserv-
edness, acceptable survival choices, and changing social 
roles during humanitarian crises and displacement also 
remain largely unexamined. Th is general inattention to 
gender issues among war-aff ected and displaced children 
has been attributed to the prejudicial attitudes prevalent 
in international development and humanitarian arenas, 
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which privilege the perspectives and agendas of boys. As 
Nordstrom argues, “Th e lack of political, economic and 
educational development for girls is a symptom of many 
societies’ failure … to see women as political, economic or 
educated actors.”13 Similarly, “Girls continue to be margin-
alized in programs for child soldiers at both national and 
community levels,”14 despite the pervasive use of female 
children and youth in fi ghting forces across the world.
Recognizing wartime displacement as deeply gendered 
and generational, this article examines the experiences of 
South Sudanese girls in the unresolved confl ict and humani-
tarian crises that continue to aff ect their country in the 
post-independence period. My study is inspired by the new 
paradigm of childhood studies articulated most explicitly 
by Allison James, Chris Jenks, and Alan Prout,15 and the 
gender-sensitive and feminist analyses of wartime displace-
ment and post-confl ict reconstruction that have become 
more prevalent in the last few decades.16 Th e new paradigm 
of childhood studies emerged from an eff ort to refocus “cur-
rent understandings of the experiences of children by dem-
onstrating that childhood is socially, politically, economic-
ally, and culturally constructed.”17 My choice to privilege a 
gendered/feminist anthropological perspective stems from 
my recognition that, since “the experiences of women dis-
placed by South Sudan’s wars were diff erent from those of 
men,”18 their activities, views, and perspectives must be 
recovered from their usual invisibility. Feminist standpoints 
have also contributed a salutary alternative to functional-
ist explanations of female subordination and other forms 
of social inequality, rejecting the tautological premise that 
power hierarchies are justifi ed by their role in preserving 
social cohesion.19 Th e combination of these two approaches, 
I argue, off ers a useful lens to analyze the challenges and 
opportunities facing South Sudanese girls in their eff orts to 
overcome a legacy of war and displacement, coupled with 
patriarchal and gerontocratic attitudes oft en resulting in 
young females’ exclusion and marginalization.
I draw on data obtained though fi eld-based interviews 
and focus group conversations conducted in Juba, Yei, 
Magwi, and Nimule (South Sudan), and Kampala and 
Adjumani (Uganda) in June to August 2011, August 2012, 
and December to January 2012–13, combined with a review 
of the literature and offi  cial documents. Approximately 25 
open-ended interviews were conducted at each location—
and 50 in Juba—with some participants being interviewed 
more than once. Given that the terms child and youth are 
not defi ned within fi xed chronological parameters in either 
South Sudan or northern Uganda, I relied on self-identifi -
cation to determine participants’ age group.20 Additionally, 
I interviewed representatives from UN agencies, inter-
national and national non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), community-based organizations, donors, national, 
state and local government offi  cials in both Uganda and 
South Sudan.
Views expressed during spontaneous conversations in 
both South Sudan and Uganda were also been incorpor-
ated into the discussion as relevant. I examined the ways in 
which confl ict-induced displacement is aff ecting power rela-
tions along gender and generational lines. Conversations 
explored South Sudanese girls’ hopes and priorities, and the 
specifi c challenges and opportunities they themselves iden-
tify as shaping their experiences of confl ict, displacement, 
and reintegration. Analysis was grounded in the identifi ca-
tion of the recurring topics and themes that emerged from 
the data. Initial fi ndings were discussed with study partici-
pants, who were invited to revisit and/or elaborate on their 
earlier responses. Th e fi nal identifi cation of domestic rela-
tions and marriage practices, education and livelihood, and 
economic opportunities as the three most salient dimen-
sions of displaced girls’ experiences resulted.
Background: Th e Context of Displacement
Th e Second Sudanese Civil War (1983–2005) triggered one 
of the worst humanitarian disasters of the twentieth cen-
tury. Lasting more than two decades, Africa’s longest-run-
ning civil war in recent history reportedly resulted in over 
two million casualties, most of them civilians, including 
women and children. Over fi ve million people were inter-
nally displaced, and an estimated 500,000 sought refuge in 
neighbouring countries.21 Repeated displacement was com-
mon, as people sought to cope with highly volatile wartime 
conditions by moving to diff erent places before eventually 
returning “home” in South Sudan. Given the very young 
demographic composition of the South Sudanese popula-
tion,22 a high proportion of those displaced by the war were 
children.
Th e Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), signed on 
9 January 2005 between the Government of Sudan and 
the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) 
brought an end to the Second Sudanese War. Th e CPA 
paved the way for the secession of what is now South 
Sudan from the Khartoum-based Northern Government. 
In accordance with the terms of this peace accord, the 
Government of South Sudan (GoSS) conducted a referen-
dum on self-determination in January 2011, which resulted 
in an overwhelming turnout, almost universally voting in 
favour of secession.23 Th e Republic of South Sudan became 
an independent nation on 9 July 2011.
Th e offi  cial ceasefi re and subsequent independence 
facilitated the return of large numbers of displaced individ-
uals, which took place both spontaneously and under the 
aegis of the UNHCR and the International Organization 
 Displaced Girlhood 
17
for Migration. According to IOM estimates, 2.5 million 
South Sudanese had returned by 2012, settling across all 10 
states that make up the Republic of South Sudan. Th is is 
the equivalent of approximately 23 per cent of the country’s 
total estimated population. Th is massive infl ux of returnees 
severely tested the country’s absorption capacity and host 
communities’ ability to share limited basic services, liveli-
hood opportunities, and economic resources.24 In addi-
tion, South Sudan received large infl uxes of nationals from 
neighbouring African countries, including Kenya, Ethiopia, 
Uganda, and Sudan who seek business, trade, and other 
sources of livelihood in the rapidly expanding if rather cha-
otic South Sudanese economy.25
Th e world’s newest sovereign nation continues to face 
numerous challenges. Even before the recent resurgence of 
confl ict, decades of civil war and the absence of structural 
investment had resulted in major gaps in infrastructure and 
service delivery across the country. Th ere were signifi cant 
livelihood challenges for local communities and returnees 
alike in basic services and infrastructure, food security and 
potable water, and protection. Th e fragile humanitarian 
situation was exacerbated by the implementation of auster-
ity policies that, as has been widely documented in both 
developed and developing countries around the world, have 
a more severe impact on women and girls.26 Severe austerity 
measures were imposed in South Sudan when government 
expenditures dramatically declined in 2012, and have yet 
to be restored to earlier levels. Th is controversial decision 
was triggered by the loss of oil revenue resulting from the 
suspension of the country’s oil production earlier that same 
year. Disagreements over transit fees and other disputes 
with Sudan were cited as the main issues provoking this 
drastic measure.
On 15 December 2013, gunfi re erupted again in the South 
Sudanese capital of Juba. Within hours, violence spread 
within and beyond the city, following what some have cat-
egorized as an attempted coup. What started as a political 
confrontation between power contenders within the Sudan 
People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) soon escalated, giv-
ing way to a deadly pattern of revenge and counter-revenge 
attacks along Dinka-Nuer ethnic lines. At the time of writ-
ing in early February 2014, the violence continues unabated 
and is threatening to become a full-blown civil war, should 
the peace dialogue led by Inter-governmental Group on 
Development (IGAD) fail to produce a prompt and satisfac-
tory resolution to the confl ict.27 Also as of February 2014, an 
estimated 707,400 people have been displaced inside South 
Sudan, while 149,700 people have fl ed to nearby countries 
including Uganda, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Sudan.28 Th is arti-
cle, which draws on fi eld data collected between the summer 
of 2011 and early 2013, does not include the views of girls 
aff ected by this recent outbreak of violence. Nevertheless, 
preliminary information made available by some aid agen-
cies working in the region report an unsurprising worsen-
ing of humanitarian conditions, and an intensifi cation of 
the gendered socio-cultural trends observed in the post-
independence, pre-current confl ict period discussed in this 
study.29
Displaced Girlhood in South Sudan
Few groups faced greater risks and dislocation during the 
Sudanese civil war than the country’s children. Girls were 
even more adversely aff ected as a result of patriarchal atti-
tudes that conferred females of all ages lower status in 
society, legitimized gender and sexual-based violence, and 
undervalued young women’s contribution to the war eff ort. 
As Nordstrom observes, girls in confl ict-aff ected areas 
across the world “are actors in the drama and tragedy of 
war along with adults.”30 Regardless of age, females are typ-
ically ascribed lower status in South Sudanese society than 
boys and men. Females in South Sudan carry the burden of 
a heavy workload, early marriages, and bride prices, while 
gender roles and negative stereotypes contribute to the 
unequal distribution of resources. South Sudanese anthro-
pologist Jok Madut Jok draws attention to gender diff er-
entials, adding, “Th e war in Sudan has aff ected women in 
more and diff erent ways than men, but beyond the usual 
ways in which such state-sponsored violence aff ects women 
and children—through rape, abduction, sexual slavery, and 
labor exploitation.”31 At the same time, women’s and girls’ 
involvement in wartime survival activities—as combatants, 
army support personnel, or female heads-of-household—
necessitated a considerable rethinking of traditional gender 
roles.
For the large numbers of girls who, alone or with their 
families, sought refuge within or across their country’s 
borders, displacement brought about its own set of unique 
challenges and opportunities. Th eir experiences were quite 
diverse, depending, among other factors, on their migra-
tory trajectories and exilic life conditions. Gender factors 
greatly infl uenced the options available to them, resulting, 
for instance, in unaccompanied minors’ unequal access 
to foster families (which favoured girls) and resettlement 
opportunities (which targeted mainly boys). As discussed 
in the background section, South Sudanese refugees and 
IDPs had been returning home in steady numbers since the 
signing of the CPA. For many among the youngest genera-
tions, the terms home, return, and reintegration should be 
regarded as misnomers, as the move to their new county for 
them involved settling in the land of their elders for the fi rst 
time and adopting lifestyles that seldom met their expecta-
tions.32 Some returnee girls would have preferred to remain 
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in the diaspora, at least until conditions improve in South 
Sudan. Others longed for resettlement in a Western country, 
a possibility made more remote aft er the CPA, but perhaps 
again conceivable for the growing numbers of new refugees 
produced by the current confl ict
Younger children struggled with a much more restricted 
diet and more limited access to health care than was avail-
able while their families were based in internationally 
managed camps and settlement abroad or in Khartoum. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that the needs of baby boys 
tended to be privileged over those of baby girls during 
resource-constrained times, although this is rarely openly 
discussed. Older girls and women lamented the loss of the 
greater opportunities available to them in exile. Th is was 
particularly the case for those girls who are members of the 
approximately 75 per cent of recent returnee families that 
had settled in rural areas. Unlike older generations, many 
returnee girls are completely urbanized and unaccustomed 
to rural environments and lifestyles. Some youth—more 
oft en boys but also girls if suitable arrangements are avail-
able—chose to go back to Kenya and Uganda to fi nish their 
education, believing their opportunities remained greater 
there. Many girls reported feeling more displaced and 
alienated in South Sudan than they did abroad. Long years 
in exile, which oft en comprised much or all of their child-
hoods, had instilled in them social values—including views 
on gender—that oft en diff ered from those of their South 
Sudan–born elders. Better-educated and more self-assured 
than their local counterparts, returnee girls’ progressive 
views on social issues are oft en at odds with traditionally 
patriarchal mores.33
In spite of adverse circumstances and multiple challen-
ges, most returnee girls demonstrate remarkable determin-
ation to overcome a persistently turbulent climate of social 
instability, deprivation, and confl ict. Th eir experiences of 
displacement, return, and reintegration—and, in some cases, 
additional displacement—are triggering profound gendered 
and generational changes, both for themselves and for those 
who stayed behind. Domestic relations and marriage practi-
ces, education, and livelihood and economic opportunities 
are among the areas of girls’ social arena undergoing more 
pronounced transformations in South Sudan.
Domestic Relations and Marriage Practices
Domestic relations in South Sudan are embedded in hier-
archically structured polygynous households where a 
woman generally occupies a subordinate position to her 
husband and to her older co-wives. Although girls of mar-
riageable age are regarded as valuable assets—as sources of 
both unpaid labour and potential income from dowry pay-
ment34—their autonomy and decision-making power are 
severely restricted during this stage of their lives. “I wanted 
to stay in school. I liked to learn,” commented a 15-year-
old wife in Nimule, Eastern Equatoria, “but my father 
said that we could not pay the fee, and that I had to marry 
instead. Girls’ dowries are used so that their brothers can 
be married. My husband already had two wives and many 
children. Now I have a son too. Th ere will be more soon.” 
Traditionally, only with age and increasing numbers of born 
and surviving children does the social status of married 
women improve within their households and communities. 
Th ose in female-headed households may fi nd themselves 
simultaneously enjoying more autonomy and struggling 
with a more constrained access to necessary resources.
In South Sudan, two out of fi ve households are headed 
by females,35 partly because large numbers of women were 
widowed during the war. More recently, many others have 
become single parents and heads of households as the result 
of either abandonment or spousal death resulting from 
escalating armed clashes and inter-tribal confl ict. For these 
women, some of them barely out of childhood themselves, 
supporting their children and other dependents involves 
fulfi lling roles that had previously been in the exclusive 
domain of their fathers, husbands, or brothers. Th ose who 
grew up in exile were exposed to other cultures and views 
on females’ position in society that oft en contrasted with 
the more constraining traditional social mores of conserva-
tive South Sudan. A combination of wartime imperatives 
and displacement has thus had a transformative eff ect on 
gender dynamics and domestic relations, oft en altering the 
ways in which girls see their roles as daughters and sisters, 
and subsequently as wives and mothers.
Women oft en welcomed these changes more than their 
husbands and male relatives did, and at times that caused 
friction in marriages and their family relationships. Th e 
shift s also caused stress for parents and children, with par-
ents more entrenched in traditional ideas, struggling with 
the ideas, values, and lifestyles that their children were 
exposed to at school.36
Research data indicate that domestic violence and 
rape are common and particularly prevalent in areas that 
received the highest numbers of returnees. Females admit-
ted feeling insecure within their households and in public 
spaces. Nevertheless, while violence against women and 
girls was perceived as a signifi cant community threat, over a 
third of women respondents claimed that they would never 
report cases of violence perpetrated against them or their 
children to formal institutions such as traditional courts or 
the policy.37 Additional research is needed to elucidate the 
structural factors and local attitudes that continue to con-
strain women’s and girls’ access to justice in South Sudan.
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Related to domestic and gender-based violence in the 
post-independence environment is the trend among some 
families to marry off  their daughters at an increasingly 
young age. Th is has been explained as a survival strategy 
to obtain cattle38—vital among pastoralist groups—money, 
and other assets via the traditional practice of transferring 
wealth through the payment of dowries, in the absence of 
other viable alternatives. Studies of child marriage in soci-
eties across the world indicate that this widespread practice 
“has a signifi cant negative impact on women and girl’s real-
ization of key human rights, including their rights to health 
and education, physical integrity and the right to marry 
only when they are able and willing to give their free con-
sent.”39 As is the norm in most other cases, child marriage 
in South Sudan takes places in a context of pronounced 
gender disparities and high poverty levels. Additionally, 
South Sudanese mothers suff er from the highest maternal 
mortality rate in the world, estimated at 2,054 deaths per 
100,000 live births.40
It is worth noting that, in some South Sudanese commun-
ities, child marriage is considered to be in the best interests 
of both girls—some of whom are as young as 12 when they 
are married—and their families. Marrying girls off  as soon 
as arrangements can be made is justifi ed as a way to protect 
girls from premarital sex and out-of-wedlock pregnancies, 
which would decrease girls’ dowry price and marriage pros-
pects, and constitute an aff ront to the family’s honour.41 In 
traditional South Sudanese society, a girl whose behaviour 
is seen as dishonouring her family is categorized as par-
ticularly transgressive. Some girls are severely beaten and 
subjected to other forms of violence; threats of being cursed 
and even killed may also be employed to coerce rebellious 
girls to act according to the wishes of her family—typically 
meaning her male elders and oft en her brothers who hope 
to use their sisters’ dowry payments to obtain wives for 
themselves.
Child marriage appears to be more common among pas-
toralists than among farmers less reliant for their survival 
on cattle obtained through dowry payment. It was also less 
frequently reported by returning refugees and other dis-
placed groups than by those who stayed behind. Returnee 
girls, as well as local girls from better-off  families, oft en 
expressed a desire to delay marriage, and the arrival of their 
fi rst baby, at least until they were able to complete their edu-
cation. Parents who were better educated themselves tended 
to support such preferences. However, this may change if 
deteriorating circumstances force resource-constrained 
families to resort to marrying off  their daughters. Th e pre-
carious position occupied by very young wives in South 
Sudan warrants focused attention, especially in light of the 
worsening humanitarian situation. Failure to address the 
oft en devastating and long-lasting consequences of child 
marriage is likely to have serious implications for the future 
development of South Sudan.
Education
“In this day and age, an uneducated society is a doomed 
society,” proclaimed South Sudan’s President Salva Kiir at 
his 22 May 2011 inaugural address. Although some notable 
improvements had been made since the CPA, education and 
skills-building opportunities remain grossly inadequate 
across the South. In spite of the fact that four times more 
children were enrolled in primary school in 2011 than in 
2005,42 there remained about 1.3 million children of pri-
mary school age without access to education even before the 
current resurgence of confl ict. Th e quality of the instruc-
tion received by those in school is also cause for concern, as 
South Sudan suff ers from an acute defi cit of trained educa-
tors. Over 40 per cent of the teachers have completed only 
primary education, and 45 per cent have achieved a max-
imum of secondary education. Moreover, 10 per cent of the 
teachers working in South Sudan have received no formal 
education or vocational training.43
As a result, literacy levels in South Sudan remain among 
the lowest in the world, and only 27 per cent of males and 
19 per cent of females aged 15 and over report being able 
to read.44 Th e country also suff ers from the lowest ratio of 
female-to-male school enrolment in the world. As in other 
spheres of social life, gender inequalities result in girls’ far 
lower access to educational opportunities. Factors includ-
ing child marriage and the dearth of prenatal and postnatal 
health-care services result in girls having a much greater 
probability of dying during pregnancy or childbirth (one 
in nine) than of completing primary school (one in one 
hundred).45
Multiple and interrelated factors cause girls’ enrolment 
and retention rates to remain very low. Girls are trad-
itionally responsible for household chores and the care of 
younger siblings. Parents oft en favour sons when school 
fees and other costs preclude them from sending all their 
children to school. Most girls fi nd it diffi  cult to continue 
school aft er marriage or becoming pregnant. In addition 
to facing the responsibilities and challenges of housekeep-
ing and child care, they have to contend with the social 
stigma associated with schoolgirls who are also mothers. 
As refl ected in conversations with school-aged girls in Yei, 
Central Equatoria, “If a girl comes back to school aft er hav-
ing a child, other students—boys and girls, but especially 
boys—bully her and call her ‘mama.’ Young mothers are 
embarrassed and oft en do not return to school because of 
it.” Others explained that their husbands would not allow 
them to continue school aft er marriage, alleging that they 
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would be considered unfaithful if they insisted on going 
to school, as has also been documented in other studies.46 
Th is situation is contributing to the high rates of female illit-
eracy, limiting females’ venues to access alternative train-
ing, and restricting opportunities for social and economic 
development.47
A recent IOM study also found severe gender disparities 
in female-to-male teacher ratios, with only 5 per cent of 
females teaching at schools in some states.48 In a context 
where few female teachers exist to serve as mentors and 
role models, parents express concern about sending girls 
to schools that are dominated by boys and male teachers, 
worried that their daughters may be exposed to the risks of 
premarital sex and pregnancy, which would diminish their 
value as brides. In other cases, however, families are more 
inclined to send their daughters to school now than in the 
past, in the hope that, as educated brides, they will fetch 
larger dowries. Th ese changing attitudes have been used to 
explain the current rise in enrolment of Dinka girls in rural 
areas, which, it is argued, have “less to do with an adoption 
of Western notions of gender equity, and more to do with 
pastoral economics.”49
Also noteworthy is the signifi cant link between displace-
ment and education. Lack of educational opportunities was 
oft en reported as a primary reason for returnees’ secondary 
displacement. Many of them chose to resettle in urban loca-
tions, where they expected to benefi t from better access to 
formal education and vocational training. Returnee girls, in 
particular, oft en expressed positive views about the import-
ance of education and what they perceived as the relatively 
liberating features of urban life. Some, especially those with 
higher education levels and good English skills, hoped to be 
able to fi nd employment with international organizations 
or foreign companies. Access to fi nancial resources and the 
possibility of autonomous livelihoods, while at times lead-
ing to considerable family discord, can also increase girls’ 
sense of empowerment and self-esteem, and have a trans-
formative eff ect on the gendered division of labour.
Livelihood and Economic Opportunities
Employment is another sphere in which gender dynamics 
are identifi ed as playing an important role in girls’ experi-
ences of displacement, return, and reintegration. Th ose 
who grew up in urban areas abroad oft en display a negative 
attitude towards rural environments. Many were exposed 
to functioning cash economies in Kenya, Uganda, or 
Khartoum and arrived in South Sudan with skills for which 
they do not always fi nd a market. Th e South Sudanese 
urban economy expanded in the CPA period, although not 
fast enough to keep pace with the rapidly increasing num-
bers of job-seekers. Nevertheless, some “elite” girls secured 
high-status, well-paid jobs with the government or with 
UN agencies, international donors, or non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). Most returnee girls, as well as their 
local counterparts, however, lacked the necessary qualifi ca-
tions to engage in such high-status, well-paid jobs. Th e main 
sources of employment available to them in urban areas 
included cleaning and cooking at restaurants and hotels, 
carrying water on constructions sites, and engaging in vari-
ous forms of petty trade and small business.
Cultural expectations constrain the choice of jobs con-
sidered acceptable for girls. Th is is also the case for boys, 
although to a lesser extent, since it is primarily females 
whose virtue embodies their family’s honour. Occupations 
that involve interacting with non-kin males—i.e., waitress-
ing in restaurants and bars, especially at night—are con-
sidered disreputable and tend to be avoided by local girls, 
either on their own accord or as per their family’s instruc-
tions. Nevertheless, exceptions of local girls engaging in 
this type of employment could be found, such as those from 
very poor families, and in the case of young women heads 
of household.50 Th is pattern was illustrated by a 19-year-old 
female who, originally, from Nimule in Eastern Equatoria, 
spent most of the war years in Uganda, eventually mov-
ing to Juba aft er the CPA. As she remarked, “In our society, 
when you work in the hotels people think you’re not decent; 
it is not respectable. But you can make a lot of money, and 
you can survive and feed your family. Besides, many of us 
don’t have other options; because we were outside of the 
community we do not have the necessary connections.”
An income-generating activity primarily associated with 
returnee women and girls, particularly those whose war-
time displacement led them to Khartoum, is brewing and 
selling beer. Many displaced South Sudanese reportedly 
resorted to drinking as a way to cope with the frustrations 
of life in an IDP camp in the North, in spite of the fact that 
consuming alcohol is illegal in Sudan. Brewing and selling 
beer was one of the few income-generating opportunities 
available to IDP women and girls in Sudan. Many re-estab-
lished their beer-brewing businesses upon return to South 
Sudan, where economic options are also limited and there 
are no restrictions on alcohol.51
Displaced girls appear to have a more fl exible outlook 
on job acceptability. Th is attitude was perhaps born out of 
survival, as diffi  cult conditions while in exile might have 
forced them to engage in undesirable but available liveli-
hood strategies to which they have become accustomed; 
alternatively—or perhaps simultaneously—it could signal 
additional eff orts to rebel against constraining traditional 
social mores.52
Gainful employment is a path to upward mobility for 
many girls, local or displaced. Some are even willing to 
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court social disapproval to obtain a measure of economic 
and social independence. On the other hand, job allocation 
oft en refl ects ethnic affi  liation and generally relies on kin 
networks, placing girls whose families do not condone their 
choice of employment at a clear disadvantage. Some of these 
activities are harmful and/or illegal—i.e., petty crime, drug 
peddling, prostitution—although commonly practised, and 
fraught with potentially dire implications for the girls who 
engage in them.
Although none of the girls in my research engaged—or 
admitted to engage—in commercial sex, other recent stud-
ies confi rm that large numbers of young women and girls 
are trading sexual services for money or protection in the 
absence of other means of survival.53 Given that prostitu-
tion is illegal in South Sudan, sex workers are extremely vul-
nerable to abuse, both by their customers and by the police 
who reportedly harass and even rape them with impunity. 
Child prostitution takes place in almost every brothel in 
Juba, some of which have separate lodges for the youngest 
girls. Markets are another site where very young children, 
mostly girls but also some boys, engage in survival sex. 
Street girls, some as young as six years of age, routinely per-
form sexual acts in exchange for money, food, or other basic 
goods.54
Th ese young girls can be said to have been “forcibly dis-
placed” to the margins of society. Th e abuse to which they 
are subjected daily is one of the most heart-wrenching real-
ities of life in post-independence South Sudan. Some aid 
workers believe that at least some of them may be unaccom-
panied or separated minors who “fell through the cracks” 
of the system and found themselves with no source of eco-
nomic or social support. Others may have been abandoned 
by abusive or destitute relatives unable to provide for them. 
Regardless of the path that led them to their present circum-
stances, the current humanitarian situation does not bode 
well for young sex workers in South Sudan. On a more posi-
tive note, the fact that increasing attention is being focused 
on the particular challenges these girls face is an important 
fi rst step to better understand their plight and fi nd ways to 
assist them to reclaim their lives.
Looking Ahead: Conclusions and 
Recommendations
Dramatic changes brought about by war, renewed confl ict, 
and displacement are having a profound eff ect on the trad-
itional ideas and practices surrounding girlhood in South 
Sudan, and thereby infl uence the actual lives of young 
females. Th e progress made since the signing of the peace 
agreement is being threatened by the renewed violence that 
has engulfed all 10 South Sudanese states, provoking new 
waves of internal and cross-border population fl ows. As 
the previous discussion has illustrated, confl ict-related dis-
placement oft en entails dramatic gendered and generational 
changes, both for those forced to fl ee their hometowns and 
those who stay behind. Compelled by necessity to dispense 
with gender expectations, many displaced girls are increas-
ingly venturing into non-traditional livelihoods, some of 
which are abusive and harmful. Many others, educated 
abroad, have introduced much-needed new skills and pro-
gressive attitudes to a country where both economic and 
social development were eff ectively halted for decades. Even 
if oft en constrained, the lifestyle choices made by these 
girls and young women serve to contest, reconfi gure, and 
sometimes reinforce gender identities and unequal power 
relations within their households and communities. In turn, 
these dynamics are aff ecting the way in which access to 
material assets, education, employment opportunities, and 
other key resources is negotiated among and within dis-
placed and local groups.
Th e signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement fol-
lowed by independence created potentially positive oppor-
tunities to address gender inequalities. Th e Government of 
South Sudan publicly endorsed gender equality and the pro-
motion of children and women’s rights in all spheres of life, 
oft en under pressure from donors and development agen-
cies. Promising child- and women-friendly initiatives are 
already evident, at least at the policy level. Provisions in the 
Transitional Constitution, which entered into force at South 
Sudan’s independence in 2011, guarantee women and girls 
the right to consent to marriage. Similarly, current Penal 
Code provisions criminalize “kidnapping or abducting a 
woman to compel her to get married.”
Another relevant piece of legislation is the 2008 Child 
Act. Overall, the Child Act seeks to protect and extend 
the rights of children in South Sudan in accordance with 
the provisions of Article 21 of the Interim Constitution 
of South Sudan and human rights instruments such as 
the Convention of the Right of the Child and the African 
Charter on the Right and Welfare of the Child. A rather 
comprehensive document, the Child Act guarantees girls 
and boys under 18 the right to non-discrimination, health, 
education, life, survival, development, to express their opin-
ion, and protection from torture, degrading treatment, and 
abuse. Also promising for displaced girls and those con-
fronting adverse circumstances is the fact that “empowering 
vulnerable groups and providing safeguards for people liv-
ing in extreme poverty” was among the GoSS’s stated pri-
orities, as refl ected in the South Sudan Development Plan 
intended to guide the “core policies on social protection … 
[that] are being developed.”55 Th e impact that the current 
resurgence of violence might have on these developments 
cannot be predicted with any certainty, but concerns that 
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progress made on these issues might once again be over-
shadowed by confl ict-related imperatives seem justifi ed.
To have a real impact, normative measures must be fol-
lowed with immediate and long-term steps to protect all 
girls from child marriage, domestic abuse, lack of access to 
education, poverty, and exploitative activities such as pros-
titution. While resource constraints constitute a major con-
cern, some reforms can be made without a large investment 
and could thus be implemented in the short term, especially 
if the high levels of international and local political will 
evident until recently can be maintained. If empowered to 
benefi t from the right opportunities, displaced girls, who 
by the force of circumstance have learned to be resource-
ful, can make a positive contribution to their new country’s 
return to the path towards peace and prosperity. “In turn, 
empowering women [and girls] will enable South Sudan to 
strengthen its economic and political structures and insti-
tutions.”56 Th ese incipient developments held the promise 
of more gender-equitable reconciliation and nation-build-
ing processes in the new nation, a process made even more 
critical by recent events.
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